School-based assessment (SBA) approach in evaluating students' academic progress was officially introduced by the Ministry of Education Malaysia and implemented in-line with the Standards-based Primary School Curriculum, in stages starting in 2011 as part of Malaysia educational reform. Under this approach, teachers are given greater responsibility to design quality assessments that align with their students' learning outcomes Hence, the objectives of this qualitative case study is focused on how the newly introduced assessment approach has benefits the teaching and learning process in evaluating Year 1 academic progress in three urban Chinese primary schools. Data collected from interviews involving three Year 1 Chinese language teachers found that teachers have very positive perspectives towards SBA and that overall both teachers and students have benefited from this system. However, there are also weaknesses that need to be acknowledged and improvements to be made. The findings implicate that for SBA to be successful, teachers need to be creative, using varying strategies in their teaching and exploiting repertoire of methods in assessing their students. Further study on the matter is inevitable in ensuring the success of SBA's implementation.
Introduction
To accomplish the government's initiatives in improving the quality of human capital development to suit the world's rapid changes, the Malaysian Examinations Syndicate (MES) has introduced the National Educational Assessment System (NEAS). The assessment system proposed by the MES promotes a change from a one-off certification system to one that propagates accumulative graduation. Therefore the school-based assessment (SBA) approach in evaluating students' academic progress was officially introduced by the Ministry of Education (MOE) and implemented in-line with the Standards-based Primary School Curriculum also known as KSSR, in stages starting in 2011 as part of Malaysia's educational reform.
Under this system, teachers are given greater responsibility to design quality assessments that align with the learning outcomes as they are the most suitable people to assess their students and they have a better understanding of the context of the subject area. This provides opportunities for teachers to continuously monitor their students and to give constructive feedback to improve students' learning abilities (Brown, 2001; AACU, 2011) . Based on the assessment outcomes, teachers can make a further decision whether to continue to a new topic, give necessary help or send the more academically challenged students to remedial class. All students will be appraised based on their ability and readiness and teachers are encouraged to use various methods such as quizzes, question and answer sessions, short writing, dramas, and role-playing to assess students' learning outcomes (Davison, 2007; Dietel, Herman & Knuth, 1991) . Indirectly, teachers have to develop a series of effective teaching strategies to enhance the learning for students with different abilities (Mansor, 2012) . This way, students are able to progress according to their ability, good students progressing faster and weaker students given more time to learn (Chapman, 2010) .
With the implementation of school-based assessment, the MOE (2012) not only hopes to improve students' achievements in learning by raising their confidence, but also hopes to improve teachers' teaching strategies. www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 8; 2013 Thus, the government acknowledges the challenges that may need to be overcome, including teachers' readiness, skills and their extra workload. As such, the government has been ready to provide further explanation and extra training programs to cater to these problems.
Benefits of School-Based Assessment
Assessment should be viewed as a tool to measure the effectiveness of teaching and learning process, and should not be interpreted as the objective of student's learning experiences (Yong & Lim, 2008) . It should serve as a mean to attain educational goals. MOE Malaysia believes that SBA has the characteristics that fulfill the above requirement. And it is the ideal assessment system to relieve students' pressure while at the same time allowing teacher initiative in assessing their students (Brown, 2001) . To promote the benefits of the assessment, teachers are expected to be involved in four phases of the assessment process: a) planning, b) gathering evidence, c) interpreting evidence, and d) using the results for decision making.
The benefits laid down by the Hong Kong SBA Consultancy Team (2005) for using SBA in teaching a language subject such as English, includes providing stable and continuous pressure-free assessment, reducing the reliance on standardized examination, improving test item reliability, reflecting students' ability, promoting leisure reading, fostering teaching, enforcing independent learning, facilitating learning autonomy and empowering teachers in the evaluation process.
Another important benefit of SBA based on the researchers teaching experience is that students themselves are evaluated based on school standards and school information, not on statewide or nationwide information. Students are not compared to students in other locations when school-based evaluation is used. Though NEAS regulates that SBA encompasses only a percentage of the total evaluations used in schools, the bigger picture impact is how SBA itself transforms the classroom teaching and learning process that benefits the students most. Because SBA is completely educator written and can create evaluations based on their own students' accomplishments, it clearly shows what students have learned during a specific grading period or school year; unlike standardized tests, which are researched and written by the state or by teachers in another school.
In the case of Malaysia, students are given mid-year and end-year statewide tests for easy standardizations and school ranking practices. These tests assume that all schools study the same material covering similar topics. While this should be true, the fact is that some schools do not get to cover every topic due to unexpected situations or students' inability to complete a study in a particular area. School-based evaluations can be tailor made to include only what has been accomplished by the students and the scores will reflect what the students have actually learned, instead of what they were supposed to be learning.
All of the above suggest that the change in the assessment system has further lead to a paradigm change in the teaching and learning processes of all primary schools that deserve the attention of academicians, educators and researchers, including stakeholders. Therefore, the role of teachers in this new assessment system is vital; teachers have to have a variety of teaching approaches and assessment techniques that have a direct impact on the assessment outcomes (Chan, Sidhu, & Yunus, 2006) . The questions of whether SBA is suitable to our education system and what the teachers' perspectives are towards SBA has led to this study. More important is, what benefits would both teachers and students get from the implementation of SBA in evaluating academic performance?
Objective
The objective of this study is to identify the benefits in implementing SBA in a language-based subject, i.e. the Chinese language. It also aims to understand the rationale supporting these benefits for both teachers and students from the implementers' own perspectives.
Methodology
This is a small scale preliminary qualitative case study based on the observations and interviews of three experienced Year 1 Chinese language teachers at three different Chinese Primary School. The first is Mr. Chan, who has been teaching the subject for more than 20 years' in a small Chinese school in a rural area. Next is Ms. Tan, with 8 years teaching experience and Ms. Loh, with 10 years teaching experience, both of whom are teachers at two different Chinese schools in an urban area. All teachers attended a one-week course on SBA approach organized by the District Education Office and were selected purposively based on their excellent record as Chinese language teachers. All teachers were interviewed for a total of two hours each using a prepared semi-structured interview protocol. Interview data was transcribed and analyzed together with field-notes data from three classroom observations of each teacher. 
Findings
What is most important is that all the teachers involved in this study were very committed and have taken a positive approach to this latest policy on assessment. Classroom observations on all of the teachers proves further that these teachers take their jobs very seriously and go all out to make the teaching and learning process lively, interesting and to touch each student's learning cord. They all agreed that there were more 'teething troubles' than problems, and overall they managed to embrace the benefits of SBA amidst all of the challenges, which they had to overcome at the same time. This study found that for these Chinese language teachers, the benefits that outweighed the problems were that the implementation of SBA encourages personal progress, helps to develop positive attitudes, enhances collaborative skills and promotes creative teaching and learning activities.
Encourages Personal Progress
From the respondents' point of view, one of the benefits of SBA is that it encourages both the teacher's and student's personal progress. In this system, the assessment is designed by the subject teacher; it provides a platform for teachers to use a broader range of assessment methods in assessing students' abilities. Teachers do not limit the assessment to the traditional test method. In such cases, role-play, project work, presentation and other methods were used in the classroom during assessment. The respondents also pointed out that these assessments have no right or wrong answers, but the purpose was to evaluate how well the students were able to perform based on the learning outcomes. Indirectly, it encouraged teachers and students to develop their creativity and develop their talent. In addition, it also encouraged students to develop their thinking and analytical skills.
They can give many different answers, there are no wrong answers as long as they can give logical answers…we cannot limit their abilities, such as creativity ability. We cannot deny their ideas but we can guide them based on what they think,…this system emphasized on individual performance, … no student can be left out (Mr. Chan)
Besides students, teachers also have shown personal progress by using various teaching approach to improve their teaching skills. Ms. Tan, mentioned that she has been using different methods to assess her students:
It could be any kind of format. Sometimes it is quizzes, sometimes it is acting, role-playing, sometimes it can be a short reading comprehension; many kinds of assessment can be done…sometimes I use real objects, …I want them to speak out loud, then I want them to write…The answers are not limited, it is free and they can write anything (Ms Tan)
Ms. Tan also reflected that she has improved in her teaching skills:
I can see that I have improved in my teaching, I learned to use other teaching approaches that I have not used before…and it is very effective(Ms Tan)
Ms. Loh showed the improvement in her teaching skills by not limiting her questions to the text. She preferred to let students express their own experience in the speaking test. She said:
We need to let the students become familiar with different types of performances…to ensure students are able to achieve the goal…they should be able to express their feeling and ideas related to the real world… this system is aimed to produce a holistic individual and to encourage individual performance, we can already see a positive sign towards this aim. (Ms. Loh) 4.2 Developed Positive Attitudes
In primary language subjects, the curriculum focuses more on speaking than writing. Therefore students have more chances to practice their speaking skills through daily activities, for example role-playing and discussion. As a result, students are more out-spoken and less shy than they were in the old system. They have shown increased confidence in communicating with people and can do so politely and effectively. They also like to contribute ideas during discussion or in class activities, showing their commitment to learning. The teachers feel that this assessment system has reduced the pressure of exams and that the students now are happier, and therefore enjoy learning more.
Ms. Tan observed that her students have developed positive attitudes towards learning and assessment. They enjoy learning in her class: Vol. 9, No. 8; 2013 Similarly, Ms. Loh also commented that her students looked happier than their elder siblings who were stillin the old system where they have to take exams.
Enhance Collaborative Skills
The activities, such as group work, role-play and practical work, not only give immediate feedback to teachers about students' progress, it has also encouraged the students to collaborate with their peers. They enjoy sharing ideas, discussing and solving problems together, and working towards the learning outcomes because this system has reduced the unhealthy or unnecessary competition among students. Some respondents also realized that they have improved their collaboration skills with their colleagues.
Before, the students were competing with each other because they wanted to get higher marks; now, since this assessment has no marks, there is less comparison and that encourages them to work together (Ms. Loh)
Ms. Loh said that under school-based assessment, both teachers and students need continuous collaboration. The need to collaborate in order to succeed heightens and further develops the collaborative skill required.
…because the system is still new, I think it needs continuous effort from both teachers and students to work together (Ms. Loh)
Ms. Tan claimed that the aim of grouping her students in a small group is to develop their collaboration skills.
We have grouped the students into smaller groups…so the stronger student will help teach the weaker.
We also hope that they will learn to collaborate in doing so. (Ms. Tan)
Promotes Creative Teaching and Learning Activities
Though the teachers felt overwhelmed with their workloads, they managed to express positive perspectives on the effectiveness of this assessment system. Under this assessment system, teachers must use different assessment methods to assess students' learning outcomes. Teachers also use different teaching methods to ensure the effectiveness of the learning. Sometimes they use colorful pictures or real objects to stimulate students' thinking; sometimes they play games such as board games, bingo or scrabble to increase students' vocabulary, and they also give them worksheets for practice.
On the other hand, under the SBA's goal, which is "no one will be left out", they have to monitor every student's progress everyday to ensure the effectiveness of every lesson. 
Discussions
The respondents in this study agreed that amidst the challenges, the SBA has its own strengths and advantages that benefits them and their students alike. What they appreciate most of all is the move from an exam-oriented culture to a more relaxed and exam-free environment, especially to the Year I students. The students are happier, have more confidence and learn better because they do not have tests or exams to worry about. The students can even communicate better and be better team players when working as a group.
All these findings support the findings of the Hong Kong SBA Consultancy Team (2006) regarding the benefits of the SBA and validate the studies done by Chan, Sidhu, and, Md. Yunus (2006) . The fact that teachers also benefit from SBA is in line with Brown (2001) . However, this would only hold true if teachers regard the change positively and undertake the 'teething troubles' to push them to strive, thus turning the problems into challenges to be met. struggle in ensuring that the policy holds. Of course subject matter, attitudes and sheer perseverance underlie the perceptions of these respondents, amongst other factors, which then might produce a different finding.
Good assessments are those that focus on students and their learning (Mitchell, 1992; Majid, 2011) . Meaning, implementation of the SBA requires a set of procedures, which apply the minimum professional requirements to all teachers and personnel involved in the process of SBA. All teachers in this study admit that there were glitches or 'teething troubles,' mostly in preparing the instruments and in finding ways to embed the assessment into their classroom activities. Establishing a strong networking of professional personnel within and between schools could be a short-term solution to help these teachers. Furthermore, the education district offices should also move toward the establishment of a network of professional trainers to help implementers at the school level. Indirectly, this opens up opportunities for further research. More in-depth and comprehensive investigations that focus on the problems and challenges faced by the implementers found in the student feedback are deemed necessary.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this study shows that the teachers have the basic understanding of the characteristics of SBA in primary school. This study shows that SBA has benefited both teachers and students; the lively teaching approaches have impacted students' learning positively, and this has been reflected in the students' performing at a high standard in the school-based assessment. The limitation of this study is that the findings are only based on the perception of three respondents teaching the Chinese language to Year 1 students. However, these findings are significant within its limitations and are strongly supported by the documents collected -students' worksheet, students' marks and classroom videos. Thus, it is pertinent that this study be followed up with other subjects as well, using both the qualitative and quantitative methods. The feedbacks would certainly benefit academicians, stakeholders and policy makers in ensuring a smooth and successful SBA implementation in all schools.
